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BRITT, opinion of the Counselor:

This advisory opinion is in response to a formal complaint
alleging the Purdue Extension office violated the Open
Door Law! and the Access to Public Records Act.? Deputy
General Counsel for Purdue University Trenten D. Klinger-
man filed an answer to the complaint on behalf of Purdue
Extension. In accordance with Indiana Code § 5-14-5-10, 1
issue the following opinion to the formal complaint received

!Ind. Code §§ 5-14-1.5-1, to -8
2 Ind. Code §§ 5-14-3-1, to — 10.



by the Office of the Public Access Counselor on June 10,
20109.

BACKGROUND

The primary issue in this case is whether a county oftice of
the cooperative extension service is subject to the Open
Door Law (“ODL”), and it so, whether the local oftice’s com-
mittees (e.g. the 4H Horse and Pony Committee) are also
subject to the statute.

Sinclair argues these meetings should be open to the public
as they are supported by public funds and are committees of
the Purdue Cooperative Extension Office.

Purdue contends the committees do not fall under the access
laws because they are not directly appointed by the Purdue
Board of Trustees.

ANALYSIS
1. The Open Door Law

It is the intent of the Open Door Law (“ODL”) that the offi-
cial action of public agencies be conducted and taken openly,
unless otherwise expressly provided by statute, in order that
the people may be fully informed. See Ind. Code § 5-14-1.5-
1. Except as provided in section 6.1, the ODL requires all
meetings of the governing bodies of public agencies to be
open at all times to allow members of the public to observe
and record the proceedings. Ind. Code § 5-14- 1.5-3(a).

The issues in this case present issues of law that are of rela-
tive first impression for this Office. The main question is
whether a county extension office’s committees are subject
to the Open Door Law.



A county extension office is established by the legislature
pursuant to Indiana Code section 21-46-5-1(a). This ena-
bling statute is independent of any institution of higher ed-
ucation. The respective county council appropriates funds to
the extension service. Ind. Code § 21-46-5-1(b). Staft, how-
ever, is exclusively appointed by the director of the state ex-
tension service at Purdue University and are subject to ap-
proval by Purdue’s Board of Trustees. See Ind. Code § 21-
46-5-2. The county service, while funded by county, state
and federal funds, is under the direct supervision of Purdue.
Ind. Code § 21-46-5-3.

Purdue argues that the county extension service is a direct
subsidiary of Purdue University. Therefore its committees,
being several times removed from the Purdue University
Board of Trustees and not directly appointed by them, are
not subject to the Open Door Law as defined by Robinson v.
Indiana University, 638 N.E. 2d 435 (Ind. Ct. App. 1994).

In Robinson, the court held that meetings of the Indiana Uni-
versity-Purdue University Indianapolis Animal Care Com-
mittee and the School of Medicine Subcommittee of that
committee were not required to be open to the public. Those
committees were not appointed directly by the agency’s
governing body or presiding officer (The Indiana University
Board of Trustees), therefore it failed to meet the definition
under Indiana Code section 5-14-1.5-2(b)(3).

Governing bodies will only be subject to the Open Door
Law if they are empowered to take official action on public
business. A gathering must be formally designated as a gov-
erning body of a public agency. The determination is fact-



sensitive and is often circumstantial. The Robinson commit-
tees were akin to staft meetings and they did not have dele-
gated authority to take official action on public business.

If county extension services are merely departments of Pur-
due University, the holding in Robinson would undoubtedly
apply. Here, however, it appears that county extension ser-
vices, while subject to supervision by the University, is stat-
utorily separate and distinct entity from Purdue University.
To wit, it is not created or enabled by the Board of Trustees
or any instrumentality of higher education, but rather its
genesis takes root from the Indiana General Assembly as an
independent entity.

Therefore county extension services meet the definition of
public agency found at Indiana Code sections 5-14-1.5-
2(a)(2) and (3):

(2) Any...entity, by whatever name designated,
exercising in a limited geographical area the ex-
ecutive, administrative, or legislative power of
the state or a delegated local governmental
power.

(3) Any entity which is subject to either:

(A) budget review by either the department of
local government finance or the governing
body of a county, city, town, township, or
school corporation; or

(B) audit by the state board of accounts that is
required by statute, rule, or regulation.



In turn, a body of a public agency which takes official action
on public business is a governing body as defined by Indiana
Code section 5-14-1.5-2(b)(2).

Thus, it a committee of the county extension service takes
official action on any extension service statutory business, it
is subject to the Open Door Law. Based on the information
provided, the committees in question do just that.



CONCLUSION

Based on the foregoing, it is the opinion of the Public Access
Counselor that committees of county extension offices are
subject to the Open Door Law. Additionally, similar to the
reasons stated above, the same is true for the Access to Pub-
lic Records Act.
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